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VIEWPOINTS OF SENIOR CITIZENS IN CANADA 
AND OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS 
WORKING FOR THE WELL-BEING OF SENIOR CITIZENS 


INTRODUCTION 


This paper is one of two being prepared for the UN World 
Assembly on Aging for use by the delegation representing the 


Government of Canada. 


The viewpoints presented are those of senior citizens, 
professionals and national, provincial, regional and local 
Organizations interested in and working for the well-being of 


older persons. 


This paper complements the information to be provided in 
the governmental paper which will consist of an outline of 
policies and programs directed to aging Canadians and now in 


placelunder) federal) provincial and municipal jurisdictions. 


The viewpoints are the product of a vast amount of 
discussion across Canada, climaxing in the three-day seminar in 
Gutavaleebruary@> pO; e. Of Kthas wearer gle was rattendedoby e101 
persons comprised of senior citizens, professionals and academics 
working in the field of aging. They came from our ten provinces 


ana ‘the. territories. 
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Tite iss difficult, to, convey through printed: words,. the 
energy and dedication which the participants gave. Their 
enthusiasm was evidence that the position of the elderly within 
the Canadian society, has caught the attention and interest of 


Ourenabion. 


In addition to what was expressed through discussions, 
hundreds of individuals responded to questions regarding the 
developmental and humanitarian issues to be considered at the 


World Assembly on Aging. 


The entire consultation process was carried out by the 
National Advisory Council on Aging, at the request of the 
Minister of National Health and Welfare, Honourable 
Monique Bégin. The National Council, under federal Order-in- 
Council, is charged with assisting and counselling the Minister 
on matters relating to the quality “of life. of Canada’s rapidly 


growing, aging population. 


I. DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES 


Developmental issues pertain to the relationships to and 
influence on the total fabric of Canadian society, by the total 
senior citizen population. These issues are social, economic, 


Cmpcuralsandepol4tical+in nature. 
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One single message came through with unmistakable clarity 
in both group and individual responses: "Our senior citizen 
population must be a functional, useful, integral part of 
Canadian society. Anything less must be unacceptable." It is an 
objective still to be achieved because of the long history of 


dependency to which older persons have been relegated. 


The deep feelings about older persons being considered 
inferior, showed in many comments. An 84 year-old lady wrote: 
"I may be a little less vigorous and my income has shrunk, but 


otherwise I do not feel different from other people." 


Compulsory retirement as a developmental issue 


NGOStng A2ljob has no more to dO with age cian with 
tiemco lLourso; cone °s seyessert. should We qre laved ito 
performance. "* 


Compulsory retirement, for the most part at 65, is a 
developmental issue in that it is one of the major obstacles to 
“arene the status of the elderly. Retirement has the implica- 
tion of value terminated. (There is no legislation in Canada 
that sets 65 as the retirement age. However, it is the general 
practice mainly because Canada's universal old age pension starts 


ats26'5))". 


* Quotations from reports submitted by participants. 
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The widespread opinion of our participants in the 
discussions, was that compulsory retirement must be replaced by a 
form which provides a number of options and has appropriate 


linkages with pension plans. 


Another prime target emerged. It is the matter of 
involvement of senior citizens in affairs in which they have a 
stake. "Seniors must be involved in the development of policies 
and programs which affect them. This applies to all levels of 
government, social agencies and senior centers." The past and 
present relationships, in general, consider older persons to be 


consumers rather than partners in the action. 


Acceptance of seniors as partners in the decision-making 
process requires a re-educating of politicians, officials, 


professionals and older persons themselves. 


Our discussion-participants say this partnership must be a 
goal if the status of older persons in Canadian society, is of 


impertance a" rteis? 


Senior citizens and governments as a developmental issue 


"No government has the right to deetde on the itfe- 
style or way of thinking of older persons, but tt 
must help them tmprove thetr qualtty of life." 
(Translated from French) 
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The on-going relationships of senior citizens to govern- 
ment, 1S a major aspect of the total scene. Whether federal, 
provincial or local, governments must decide what kinds and how 
much support are to be assured older persons. In Canada, these 
decisions have been part of the democratic process: social needs 
and injustices are brought into public discussion, and at some 
point, governments take notice and act. That process must 
continue to function and be encouraged; it is the way to improve 


the lot of the aging. 


Assurance of support in those aspects of living which the 
older person is not always able to provide for, must be the 
responsibility of government. This need for government 
intervention is one outcome of the industrial-economic base of 


our Canadian society. 


The Canada-wide discussions revealed strong opinions about 
the relationship of older persons to government, and about 
federal-provincial government relationships. Most prefer that 
older persons not be dependent in any way on government or on 
agencies. This attitude is in keeping with the ethic of our 
pioneer period of development; it-is an ethic of self-reliance 
and independent enterprise. However, government intervention 
today is essential even though many older Canadians would prefer 
to remain independent of such intervention; it is one result of 


the complex economic and social forces of the modern world. 
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The relationships between our federal and provincial governments 
as a developmental issue 
"The federal level of government should continue to 
establish poltcy tn general terms. Detatls of 
poltey and tmplementatton should be at provincial 


and munitctpal levels, whitch are nearer to the 
persons concerned." 


Responsibilities between federal and provincial govern- 
ments are so determined that the federal government has jurisdic- 
tion over matters of national concern and scope. The provincial 
governments have jurisdiction over matters which might be 
described as unique to their geographical areas, resources, popu- 


lations, historical antecedents and ambitions of their peoples. 


Within this constitutional format, our drscussion— 
participants say the federal government must be expected to 
guarantee a basic standard of living and basic health care to all 
Canadians. Anything less creates gross disparities from province 
to province, between the wealthier and the poorer because of 
location and resources. Even under present Support programs, 


considerable disparity exists. 


Our participants are of the opinion that public education 
at all levels of government should promote a national positive 


attitude and, hence, enthusiasm regarding aging. 
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Governments and research in aging as a developmental issue 
"Also, the real needs of older persons run a risk 
to be forgotten or tnadequately taken tnto 
constderatton tf we do not assure and encourage 


thetr acttve parttictpattion tn research projects 
concerning them." (Translated from French) 


It is also firm opinion that the federal government use 
its financial resources to stimulate research capability into 
social issues, national economic strength, service delivery, 
standards of care and bio-medical aspects of aging. It is felt 


that such research must have practical applications. 


Income support as a developmental issue 


"We belteve that a strong federal presence ts 
necessary to ensure an adequate mintmum level of 
tneome, services and resources to enable all 
Canadtans to ttvé tndependently and tnter- 
dependently tn the community." 


Our discussion-participants acknowledge that the federal 
and provincial governments, in recent years, have made 
Substantial improvements with respect to guaranteed income 


Support andwhealthwcare, However, the object of the exercise was 


to indicate directions for improvements. 
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Strong views are held regarding the need to maintain and 
make advancements in co-operation and co-ordination. Each 
government must take action to establish co-ordinating mechanisms 
within their respective jurisdictions and between governments. 
The objective must be to reduce costs and improve service, not to 


create more government. 


Controlling costs as a developmental issue 


"The cost of future programs should be measured not 
gust as cumulative dotltar costs! for tndtvidual 
programs but tn relatton to the whole financial 
tmpaece Of Qn aging population." 


Naturally, our participants are concerned about costs of 
income Support and services to older persons. There exist 
differences of opinion as to whether services should be provided 
Eveer ofa charge, or) ate charges rellatedsto ability tompay.v sing any 


case, three pressures are affecting costs: 


@ Inflation, which is a world-wide condition, and which 
itself causes the need for larger budgets. 

S Canada's increasing number of older persons. 

é The desire to upgrade the place of seniors in our society, 
and to upgrade services by putting into practice knowledge 


available from gerontology and geriatric health care. 
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Whether ‘the ‘country ;can afford to meet its «obligations to 
Cun OlierNcrevzens, Gismstillecarmatter cof much sanalysis cand 
debate. Data can be selected, used and interpreted in so many 


ways, and there are many unknowns. 


II. HUMANITARIAN ISSUES 


Humanitarian issues concern such matters as health and 
Support services; individual income; opportunities for community 


involvement; housing; and personal self-development. 


There is a substantial, inescapable relationship between 
humanitarian and developmental issues in modern society. At 
least it appears that is the case. However, there are 
differences of opinion. Our discussions on aging revealed some 
polarization. There are those who stand for complete individual 
responsibility for later years. There are those who stand for 
total assurance of basic income and services. The majority 


Support, “independence with assurance". 


Preparation for retirement as a humanitarian issue 


"There should be more courses avatlable on pre- 


rettrement. If people are better prepared before 
retirement, they wtll be better able to cope wtth 
the problems of rettrement. Governments, employers 


and untons should co-operate tn establishing pre- 
rettrement courses." 
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Preparation for later years, is a prime humanitarian issue 
in this delicate balance between independence and assurance. Our 
discussion—-participants see the need to start with children to 
develop positive life-styles which will carry them through life. 


The basic elements are indicated by such objectives as: 


& Total heatth =— body, mind, soul. 

& Learning in order to be motivated, adaptable and caring. 
@ Acquiring the ability to recognize and use options. 

&y Desiring to make a social contribution, often stated as, 


“paying, your rent forthe privilege of Wiving: . 
& Desiring to accumulate a wealth of experiences, 


particularly those which enrich the inner person. 


Our participants see the need for pre-retirement 
planning. This involves counselling and group discussions led by 
persons who understand what happens after retirement from 


regular, traditional employment. 


Pre-retirement programs, they say, must focus on changes 
in income; shelter and health; use of leisure and social 


involvement; and on inevitable crises such as death of spouse. 


There is much uncertainty as to the best approach to 


retirement, and more exploration is necessary to obtain answers. 
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Health as a humanitarian issue 


"(...) adequate care and rehabilitation of chront- 
cally tll old people cannot take place without 
bragned starr.” 


We have considered health as a developmental issue. 
Health care delivery systems make large and increasing demands on 
federal and provincial budgets. There is also a negative social 


cost where illness prevails. 


Our discussion-participants have definite ideas about 


health as a humanitarian issue. 


In the first place, the majority of older persons have 
relatively good health. They keep well. A minority experience 
age-related diseases that are crippling. While these are not 
unique to older persons, the incidence is much higher than among 
the young. It is this minority who require extended care and 


consume large amounts of medications and other treatment. 


Our participants say two developments must occur in 
Canada. They are: a steady, consistent emphasis on keeping 
well; and secondly, an emphasis on alternatives to institutional 
care. Both have life-style benefits, and both reduce health care 


COSES. 
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Alternatives to placement in institutions are well known: 
home support services using visiting paramedics, trained volun- 
teers, home-makers and handymen, meals-on-wheels, and similar; 
day treatment and day care centres; medication monitoring by 
pharmacists; and alert systems to bring emergency aid. Problems 
occur when neither adequate nor competent service is provided, 


and it is in these aspects that progress must be made in Canada. 


Every province in Canada has public and private care 
institutions, commonly called nursing homes. In the past, and to 
a large extent today, they are based on an acceptance that old 
age is a disease and that little can be done, or needs to be done 
for residents/patients. Our discussion-participants recognize 
many changes have taken place in many care facilities. 
Improvements have been made in environment, activity, 
medications, contacts with community, use of volunteers, food 


presentation, resident councils, housekeeping. 


Over-riding these improvements have been more positive 
attitudes on the part of nursing home professional and general 
Staffs. The objective must be to have these positive attitudes, 
backed up by high level competency in skills required for all 
health care services. Our participants emphasize the need for 
selecting suitable workers and for training. In Canada, we have 
much'to do in this field. Interest, concern and co-operation are 


required from the training schools and colleges of: medicine, 
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dentistry, chiropody, nursing, occupational and physio-therapy, 
dietetics, and others which have older persons as patients/ 


clients/customers. 


Olde persons put good health and keeping well, as their 
First desire: "Without good health), you have nothing", is how 
ECneyeexpress Dts value. But throughout Canada, in rural “and 
urban areas, in cities and tiny pockets, there is no widespread 
commitment to life-styles which focus on good health and keeping 


weld> ft's still a national challenge. 


Our discussion-participants, including those who responded 
individually, provide some clues. Their remarks indicate the 
State of knowledge about achieving good health and keeping well. 
Volumes have been written. There are specialists in diseases of 
Saye heart, in cancer, in circulatory disorders, in diet 
deficiencies, in arthritis. There are specialists in exercise. 
There are fad inventors and distributors. There are cultists. 


There are weight watchers. 


These single routes to good health and keeping well have 
one=message to our participants. The ideal life-style has not 
yet been written into a prescription. The federal government 
must address resources to put together the prescription and make 
good health and keeping well a national goal. To date, it has 
promoted fragments, but not the holistic approach, for all age 


groups. 
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Income security as a humanitarian issue 
"First among the prtorittes should be the proviston 


of an tneome on which older persons can live tn 
eomporv. and -<dvgntt yn"! 


Canadian citizens and landed immigrants are assured of 
full or partial, universal, non-contributory old age pension. 
They are assured of a guaranteed income supplement depending on 
their level of income. They qualify by proof of age (65) and by 


length of residence in Canada. 


In addition, there are the Canada/Quebec, company and 


union pension plans. Most are contributory. 


The Canada/Quebec pension plans have serious gaps. Women 
are not able to cover periods when they withdraw from the labor 
force to raise a family. Housewives are not included. Private 
plans have serious weaknesses. They are rarely indexed, are not 


fully portable, and often do not provide survivor benefits. 


Here again, the humanitarian and developmental issues are 
connected. The national government must intervene, and the 
Government of Canada has assumed that responsibility. Steps are 


under way to reform the total pension picture. 
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Our discussion-participants hold many different opinions 
regarding assuring senior citizens of adequate income. The work- 
hard-and-save proponents support a basic old age pension and 
further supplement; but some would revert to a means test -to 
reward the thrifty. They want an actuarially sound plan, 
although uncertain of what that entails. They want a well- 
controlled pension scheme that provides benefits on the basis of 


compulsory and optional contributions. 


New work roles as a humanitarian issue 


"The average Canadtan worker changes jobs several 
Pomesmen Wes) Career IChAnging ajOD sat Co 10Or 70 
should not be eonstdered as rettrement from work 
but -as an opportunity to do something else wtth or 
without remuneratton." 


The concept of optional retirement and of new work 


options, is a recent development in Canada. 


For many years, age 65 has been taken as time to retire 
right out of the employment market. The practice of forced 
retirement has been the subject of several precedent-setting 
court cases. Acceptance of compulsory retirement is undergoing 
considerable modification. The idea of optional retirement, with 
Options for work, is growing. ‘There is. opposition for ‘two 
reasons: concern for younger workers in need of opportunities; 
and belief that every worker is entitled to work-free years in 


Later Lite, 
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Our participants put forward many ideas for developing new 
work options, especially in the volunteer sector. They see the 
need for a community agency dedicated to second-career training. 
Such training program would be broad in concept and highly 
ereattves. It ’would includé training in *avocations®and skills 
required by community organizations in a wide range of 
actavircies--cultural,; educational, political, -health services, 
recreational, housing, information and referral, historical docu- 


mentation and even non-profit commercial business. 


New options for continuing in present employment are 
catching attention. Of special interest are steps being taken by 
several large corporations in the United States of America, to 
use their older employees to the advantage of employees and 
employers. There are instances of job-sharing, short work-weeks, 
time-sharing with community enterprises, teaching, extended vaca- 
tions, and less vhysically-demanding placements. Our partici- 
pants show enthusiasm for these innovations and would commend 


them to the private and public sectors in Canada. 


Continuing education and use of leisure as a humanitarian issue 


"The ability of elderly people to learn and to 
teach ts routinely under-esttmated and under- 
used.” 


i bya 
Retired persons are a leisure class. They are not bound 
by the constraints of regular work. They have freedom to decide 


how they will use their time and energy. 


How they use their time) is» avhumanitarianwissue. » Our 
participants, the majority retired for a number of years, tend to 
condemn what they see as the idle use of time. When this 
happens, Older persons are actually writing themselves off; they 
do not recognize their own potential for physical, intellectual 


and spiritual development. 


There is substantial research evidence that continuing 
development is a reality of life, if it is pursued. The converse 
is true: inattention to development leads to deterioration. In 
group discussions, we heard the adage: "If you want to keep it, 
use it". Every participant had excellent examples of persons who 
are remarkable at 80, even 90 years of age. The message is 
G@radualily-getting through that the calendar 1s ino accurate 


indicator of well-being. 


Ine Canada, virtually every community provides» opportu-— 
nities for personal development--schools, colleges, universities, 
senior centres, discussion groups, recreational centers, parks 
and the vast out-of-doors. The need is to connect seniors with 


these resources so the majority rather than minority participate. 
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Starting to emerge are learning programs for seniors, and 
Eber emdmemouCceoctilemodels that illustrate, the conditions, to 
which older persons respond favorably as in the case of 
Elderhostel programs and Third Age universities. These include 
location, access, time, physical and human environment, and 
social interaction. Seniors must be involved in the planning and 


Carr yIngwouL lor the, program;, that's the key) factor to ‘success. 


Habitat/shelter as a humanitarian issue 


"Government ltcenstng standards for private, guest 
and nurstng homes should be enforced. However, 
there snould be .recognttton tnat «tne smaliness oF 
these homes ts an asset stnce, when well run, they 
provide tnttmacy and home-ltke atmosphere that ts 
impossible to,create wn large institutions." 


Changes in circumstances make shelter a humanitarian issue 
in later years. Solutions, however, are difficult today because 


of inflation and escalating costs. Alternatives are scarce. 


The problems center in the old couple in a large house. 
They feel an inability to cope with maintenance; increasing 
taxes, fuel and, utility costs in face of fixed. income; .and 


changes in neighborhood conditions. 
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Our discussion-participants hold the view that a range of 
OPuLons. must be available in the way of shelter,.and that it is 
the responsibility of government to ensure they are. They 
recognize that subsidies must be provided through a number of 
means: providing land and low-cost mortgage money; grants on a 
per unit basis; assumption of a portion of operating costs; rent- 


assistance paid direct to senior citizen renters. 


Our participants look favorably upon such shelter 
arrangements as: conventional senior citizen housing projects; 
cottage clusters; granny flats; shared accommodation; commercial 
housing; communal living; open market housing. They support 
conditions which have proven to receive favorable response from 
Older people: closeness to a familiar environment; closeness to 
stores, banks, community services and to professional services; 
building Managers with empathy; facilities for socialization and 
leisure-time pursuits; back-up services when needed; and partici- 
Paton through residents' council; availability of 


transportation. 


Our participants are aware of pitfalls--the older persons’ 
ghetto; inappropriate mixes of people in terms of ethnic 
background, behavioural patterns, and interests; and social 


problems, especially alcoholism. 


=e 
Transportation as a humanitarian issue 
"In those communtttes of itnsufftctent size to 
Support publte transportation services steps should 
be taken to develop special transportation services 


for the fratl elderly and those who are 
handtcapped." 


In all the requests which go to government from senior 
citizen organizations, improvements in transportation for the 
elderly is included more frequently than any other. Cost is the 
main reason for it not being provided--cost of modified vehicles 


andmcost Of Operation. 


The case for available, suitable transportation, has been 
well-established. It dwells on the negative consequences of 
older, less mobile persons being unable to get out into the 
community; it emphasizes the positive benefits of older 
persons being able to maintain their independence by doing what 


they desire to do outside their walls. 


Costs in Canada tend to be astronomical because of the 
spread of population over a wide area. This is more evident when 
we leave the larger cities of Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver. 
Even these cities have large suburban sprawls. Customized 


transport, with door-to-door service, requires heavy subsidies in 
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However, a number of efficient systems are in operation through 


ene cregularetransilt authorities) and through’ the volunteer sectors 


Our discussion-participants see transportation as a 
broader issue than assuring services locally. They see the 
importance of tours being a valuable part of seniors' continuing 
development. They believe their full potential has hardly been 
scratched even though many are being operated. Strongly advo- 
cated is a program of seniors seeing Canada, particularly Ottawa, 


our capital, and great beauty spots of other provinces. 


Other humanitarian issues 


UGiresthe greatest need of elderly Persosisa ts £0 
be recognized as tndivtdual human beings wtth 
indtvidual feelings, destres and asptrations. It 


ts a need they share wtth all other human beings 
whatever thetr age may be." 


Our requests for viewpoints dwelt on those matters which 
will be considered at the UN World Assembly on Aging. These 
matters do not and cannot cover the spectrum of life at the aging 
stage. In any case, the total situation is always much more than 


Ehe sum of parts; as it is in the human body. 
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We have issues that are unique to Canada in contrast to 
smaller, densely populated countries. It is difficult to level 
out economic, social and environmental conditions so as to assure 
Older persons of support which they might not be able to provide 


for themselves. 


We also have difficulties because so much of what we 
desire to do, depends on money. The needs of older persons must 
compete with those of other segments of the Canadian society 
which require services and subsidies. The allocation of the 
federal, provincial and local government budgets, is a political 


decision based on many considerations and pressures. 


SUMMARY 


While the object of the consultation exercise was to 
assemble viewpoints, and to share these with countries at the 
World Assembly on Aging, the exercise has many benefits to our 


own people. 


As stated, consideration of the developmental and humani- 
tarian issues, generated a vast amount of discussion. The final 
seminar in Ottawa, was one of the finest, according to most 
participants. Individual written responses came from many who 


otherwise wouldn't have been involved. 
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Key words were used over and over again: independence, 
involvement, options, participation, growth, personal worth, 


contribution to society, recognition, voice, and caring. 


Consensus is virtually impossible among senior citizens. 
However, an excellent composite picture unfolded, for the first 


time in Canada, regarding aging. 


The National Advisory Council on Aging will be using the 
viewpoints and ideas to stimulate further discussion across our 


country, among those with a stake in aging, which is everyone. 
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NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING 


Established by a federal Order-in-Coundil May 1, 1980, the 
eighteen-member National Advisory Council on Aging is charged 
with assisting and counselling the Minister of Health and 
Wertane.on Matters relating to the quality of life of Canada's 
rapidly growing aging population. 


MEMBERS AND SECRETARIAT, 1982 


Dimeeoy vita McDonald; Mr. Henri Richard 
Chairman Shediac, N.B. 
Montréal, Qué. 

Mr. Melvin Rowe 
Mie Chuck. Bay ley Si. won s 7. Neabe 
Vancouver, B.C. 

Mr. James Sangster 
Dr. Ronald Bayne Regina, Sask. 
Hamilton, Ont: 

Mr. Patrice Tardit 
Mr. Stephen P. Connolly St-Méthode-de-Frontenac, Qué. 
Chamoreetcown, P.E sl. 

: Mr. Bryan Vaughan 

Mrs. Zoe Cousins TOLOnrOr Ont. 
Whitehorse, Y.T. 

Mr. ‘Charles, so. awa! 
Mrs. Mary Davis Ssyaney,, Nes. 
Edmonton, Alta. 


Mrs. Berthe B. Fournier SECRETARIAT 
Beauport, Qué. 


Mrs. Alice Labelle Maurice Miron, 
St-Boniface, Man. Director 

Mrs. Lise Langlois Claude Lacasse, 

Beauport, Qué. Principal Project Officer 
Mr. Charles McDonald Francine Beauregard, 
Windsor, Ont. Information Officer 

Mrs. Corabel Penfold Liliane Sauvé, 


PomontOy. Ont. Secretary 
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